Scott McCloud
(that is, the study of how we make meaning out of gestures, words, paragraphs, pictures, and so on).
I'd like to relate parts of McCloud's comic-book semiotics to our concerns as information designers, our everyday decisions to use photographs or line sketches to convey an idea. As more information is posted on the World Wide Web and more technical texts are typeset on computers, most of us will find it easier to scan original photographs into our databases and use these to supplement text. Line drawings, which used to be far easier to reproduce than photos in the old print technologies, now require (relatively) more time and artistic skill to render effectively on computer. Our temptation, then, will likely be to scan in more photos and labor over fewer line sketches. Before giving in to this temptation, however, we should consider what UC has to say about the unique psychological impact of the line sketch, in other words, the cartoon.
McCloud lays out a general theory of "icons" (that is, visual forms resembling actual objects in some aspect). All information designers can make good use of this theory.
In the balance of this article, I will summarize it and outline just one of its implications for professional communicators. Fig. 4 is far better suited to these purposes. Note too the similarity between the detail labels typical of diagrammatic sketches (which appeared in the original) and the balloondialogue convention in comics.
Icon Theory
Why does the cartoonish sketch reinforce the general ideas expressed in words more effectively than a whole catalogue of photographs? I refer readers again to Figs. 1 and 2. Cartoons lie closer than photo-real images to lan- guage and symbolic thought in the McCloud/Peirce scheme. In their theory, thoughts and ideas likewise exist mainly as vaguely sketched (i.e., cartoon-like) forms. Since cartoons already exist as concepts for the reader, they tend to flow easily through the conceptual territory between panels But realistic images have a bumpier ride. Theirs is a primarily visual existence which doesn't pass easily into the realm of ideas (pp. 90-91).
As professional communicators, our business is to guide readers along in the realm of ideas. Cartoons and line sketches serve as essential tools in this business, tools that ought not be sacrificed to the now increasing convenience of scanning and mounting photographic images in our instructional texts.
